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The sin of rebellion  
(2 Kings 3:1–27)

Wicked King Ahab had a son called Jehoram, who became king 
over Israel (v. 1). Unlike his father, Jehoram removed the 
pillar of Baal from the temple (v. 2). However, he still 

persisted in the ways of Israel’s infamous King Jeroboam, whose sin 
involved the worship of Yahweh under the form of two golden calves and 
was the yardstick for the sin of all successive kings of Israel. In other 
words, there was a half-hearted attempt at spiritual reformation, but no 
root-and-branch hatred of idolatry in all its forms. At a time of crisis, this 
partial repentance reaped some sad consequences, as we shall see in this 
chapter. 

The crisis came when Moab rebelled against Israel (v.5). Moab, of 
course, was one of the pagan nations which God had told his people to 
conquer, and they had to deliver an annual revenue to Israel of 100,000 
lambs and the wool of 100,000 rams (v. 4). However, when Ahab died, 
Moab decided to rebel and presumably refused to pay the tribute. It is 
instructive to note how Jehoram reacted to this crisis. He enlisted the 
help of Jehoshaphat, who was quite a good king of Judah, and also an 
unnamed king of Edom mentioned in verse 9. Together they formed an 
alliance and marched into battle against the Moabites. There is no record 
at this point of any calling upon the Lord for help. There is no mention of 
prayer or consultation with one of the Lord’s prophets. They simply went 
ahead in their own strength and, not surprisingly, they soon ran into 
trouble. We read in verse 9 that ‘there was no water for the army or for 
the animals’. If you leave God out of the equation, sooner or later you 
will encounter difficulties.

Chapter 4
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At this point, notice the contrasting behaviour of two of the kings. 
Jehoram started to panic. He said, ‘Alas! The Lord has called these three 
kings to give them into the hand of Moab’ (v. 10). That is the typical 
reaction of a man who is not walking with God with a good conscience. 
When the crisis comes, he throws up his hands in despair. He goes to 
pieces, thinking that the Lord must be judging him.

The worst companion we can have in a time of trouble is a bad 
conscience. How important to be able to say with the apostle Paul, ‘I 
always take pains to have a clear conscience towards both God and man’ 
(Acts 24:16). If we make sure that we are living in a right relationship 
with God, with no unconfessed sin, then, when the crisis comes, our 
conscience will not terrify us, and we will not lapse into despair like 
Jehoram.

Jehoshaphat, on the other hand, did exactly the right thing. He called 
for a prophet: ‘Is there no prophet of the Lord here, through whom we 
may enquire of the Lord?’ (v. 11). It was a pity that the king of Judah did 
not consult the Lord right from the outset. But that is often the way of 
things. We go ahead and do our own thing, and it is only when things 
start to go wrong that we turn to God. However, better late than never; 
the prophet Elisha was eventually summoned.

We then have an incredible rebuke from the prophet which is enough 
to take our breath away. Elisha stood in the presence of the evil king of 
Israel and said, ‘What have I to do with you? Go to the prophets of your 
father and to the prophets of your mother’ (v. 13). In other words, ‘Go 
and consult the prophets of Baal and see what they can do for you!’ What 
an astonishingly bold thing to say to the king—shades of Elijah 
confronting Ahab! Elisha continued his indictment: ‘Were it not that I 
have regard for Jehoshaphat the king of Judah, I would neither look at 
you nor see you’ (v. 14). Elisha was saying in effect, ‘Jehoram, do you 
think you can play games with God? You go through the motions of a 
little repentance by putting away a pillar of Baal, so that when trouble 

Elisha.indd   22 16/02/2015   12:26



Elisha 23

The sin of rebellion

strikes, you think you can snap your fingers and expect God to come 
running. Who do you think you are, Jehoram?’ The king of Israel had no 
real time for God when things were going well, but when he got into 
difficulties, off he went with Jehoshaphat to consult Elisha. It really was 
the most appalling cheek.

And yet there are people today who treat God in just the same way. 
They’re quite happy to do without him for 95 per cent of the time, but 
when the crisis comes, they expect him to come to the rescue. When the 
aeroplane is about to crash, the cries go up from all over the cabin, ‘Oh 
God, please help us!’ In Proverbs 1:24–29 the writer speaks of those who 
keep on rejecting and ignoring God, with the result that when times of 
trouble arrive, God won’t answer: ‘They will seek me diligently but will 
not find me. Because they hated knowledge and did not choose the fear of 
the Lord … therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way’ (vv. 28–31). It is 
very dangerous to presume on the mercy of God; there comes a time when 
God says, ‘I’ve had enough,’ and he turns the other way. Indeed, were it 
not for the presence of the good King Jehoshaphat, that is exactly what 
God would have done here to Jehoram. Don’t expect God to help you if 
you choose to ignore him most of the time.

However, for the sake of Jehoshaphat, God did choose to intervene in 
this particular case. And so we read that the power of the Lord came upon 
Elisha, and he delivered a message from God which stated that not only 
would water be provided for the people, but also the Lord would actually 
give the Moabites into their hands (vv. 16–18). The rest of the chapter 
describes how this prophecy was wonderfully fulfilled. In verse 20 we 
read that ‘The next morning, about the time of offering the sacrifice, 
behold, water came from the direction of Edom, till the country was filled 
with water.’ The phrase ‘about the time of offering the sacrifice’ is deeply 
significant. Why did God show mercy to Israel at a time of great apostasy? 
Part of the answer is that God had ordained a means whereby sins could 
be forgiven and the people could continue in a state of fellowship with 
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himself. That means was the blood of animal sacrifice. This entire 
episode, in which God showed mercy to an undeserving people, was 
based upon the vital principle of sacrifice.

Why should the living God be gracious to those of us today who are 
conscious of our sins and subtle forms of idolatry and departure from the 
truth? It is because of exactly the same principle. The Lord Jesus Christ 
laid down his life upon the cross, and on the basis of that once-and-for-all 
sacrifice, all the blessings of God are secured for us. In the words of John 
the Baptist, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 
world!’ (John 1:29). It is when we turn to the One who offered himself 
upon the cross that the water of life will begin to be tasted by our thirsty 
lips, and we shall discover that these words of Jesus are true: ‘If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and drink’ (John 7:37).

The defeat of the Moabites is a wonderful demonstration of the 
sovereignty of God. We read in verse 22 that when the Moabites saw the 
sun shining upon the pools of water, they thought it was blood, and they 
came to the conclusion that the kings had fallen out with each other, with 
resulting slaughter. They therefore rushed upon the camp, only to find 
that things were not as they supposed, and eventually the battle went 
against them. Why wasn’t it a cloudy day, so that no sun could shine upon 
the water? And why didn’t the Moabites check out those pools before 
they blundered into the camp? These things did not happen by 
accident—they were all part of the plans and purposes of a sovereign God 
who ‘works all things according to the counsel of his will’ (Eph. 1:11). 
How encouraging for Christians to know that they are in the hands of 
such a God! How encouraging to know that in a world of bloodshed, 
violence and apparent injustice, God is still on the throne, and he is 
working out his sovereign purposes come what may!

The defeat of Moab is also a solemn warning about the danger of 
rebellion against God-given authority. As we noted at the start of this 
chapter, God had told his people to conquer the Moabites; so, when they 
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rebelled against Israel, God regarded it as a rebellion against himself. 
Indeed, he prescribed a form of devastation and destruction that was 
more severe than the general directions given in the book of Deuteronomy: 
‘You shall attack every fortified city and every choice city, and shall fell 
every good tree and stop up all springs of water and ruin every good piece 
of land with stones’ (v. 19). This indicates God’s attitude to the sin of 
rebellion against his authority. Death and destruction are the consequences.

We live in a generation when there has been a concerted effort to break 
every single pattern and framework of God-given authority structure. 
We see this in the home, in schools, in rebellion against the laws of the 
land, not to mention the rebellion of the Establishment itself against the 
laws of God. Such rebellion has even resulted in death in our society, and 
I don’t just mean moral and spiritual death. People are literally killing 
themselves through the improper use of alcohol, drugs and sex. The 
worship of sensual pleasure is bringing in its wake self-destruction. How 
we need to heed the warnings which the Bible so clearly sets before us.

One final note. What are we to make of the last two verses of the 
chapter? The king of Moab, seeing that things were desperate, took his 
eldest son and offered him as a burnt sacrifice. Presumably this was in 
order to appease the wrath of his heathen gods. We then have those 
curious sentences in verse 27: ‘There came great wrath against Israel. And 
they withdrew from him and returned to their own land.’ These are 
difficult sentences to interpret. The most satisfactory explanation is that 
Almighty God was so angry at the abomination of this heathen child 
sacrifice that he actually instigated a withdrawal of the Israelites before 
any further outrages could be perpetrated by the Moabites. The ways of 
God are awesome indeed.
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